Ethnography as a method has much to contribute to our understanding of the ways in which the recent period of capitalist restructuring has transformed the labour process and refashioned labour politics. This article offers a view of how global shifts in the character of work are experienced in one location by analyzing a series of conversations with hourly wage workers at an Alcoa (Aluminium Company of America) manufacturing facility in southern Indiana. The discussion will focus on certain management practices that were being instituted at the time -allegedly to enhance the company's competitiveness in the world market -which were the source of a great deal of concern to Alcoa employees. The two managerial innovations that were debated most frequently by the workers were: first, the decision to generalize the application of the drop/rotating shift throughout the plant (so far, these work schedules had been in effect in a few departments), and the new constellation of workplace relationships that accompanied the introduction of the 'Total Quality Control' system.
The Alcoa plant in Indiana produces giant coils of metal which are then shipped to the company's customers for use in the manufacture of aluminium beverage cans. It is a unionized workplace, and the workers that I spoke to fit the picture of what remains of traditional organized labour in this country: mostly white, mostly male, employed by a transnational corporation to carry out heavy industrial work based on classic Fordist techniques of production, increasingly driven against the wall in an era of de-industrialization and anti-union legislation. The analysis presented here will consider the perceptions of these workers regarding the changes in their work lives, and the kinds of assumptions that underlie these perceptions. Based as it is on these narratives rather than on any examination of macroeconomic data regarding the processes they were referring to, the article cannot make claims about the significance or direction of the transformations in present-day capitalism. Thus, the ethnographic means employed here may not resolve the issue of whether or not these transformations can legitimately be termed 'globalization', a question that is insistently being debated among a section of the American Left (Du Boff and Herman, 1997; Henwood, 1997; Cloward, 1998a, 1998b; Sivanandan, 1997; Tabb, 1997a Tabb, ,1997b Wood,1996 Wood, , 1997a Wood, , 1997b Wood, , 1997c Wood, , 1998 . However, such a perspective makes it possible to learn something about how particular dimensions of change are experienced and to speculate about why they might be so experienced. The assumptions and perceptions contained in these workers' narratives lead on to everyday resistances or everyday accommodations: historical change, it must be remembered, is attributable not only to large-scale processes, but is also coloured by such subaltern decisions.
The Alcoa workers usually managed to ground their discussion of these two managerial innovations within an understanding of the historical relationship between themselves and 'corporate America'. Their analysis of this relationship will emerge as we begin to look at their narratives. Before delving into these, however, it might be useful to review some of the premises of the literature on the changing character of labour control (Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1979a Burawoy, , 1979b Edwards, 1979; Gutman, 1977; Montgomery, 1979 Montgomery, , 1987 (Edwards, 1979 (Edwards, 1979: 110) . This could take the previously tried form of technical control, where the control mechanism was embedded in the technological structure of the firm, as in the widespread application of continuous-flow production. It (Marx, 1977) . A few decades later, the speed-up that accompanied the establishment of Fordist techniques also effectively led to the prolongation of the working day. Again, it was resisted; there were phenomenally high turnover rates at the places where this was instituted (Braverman, 1974 ). Gramsci's discussion of the 'psycho-physical reorientation' of European workers that was required by the processes of Fordism and Americanism points to the resistance to these techniques when they were transported to Europe (Gramsci, 1971 (Harvey, 1989) . In contrast to the large inventory holdings of the past, production is undertaken in limited quantities on a just-in-time' basis, and quality control becomes part of the process. The immediate detection and rectification of errors prevents the loss of production time that was common under the cumbersome older system of maintaining huge buffer stocks that concealed defects and errors until the last stages. Instead of the earlier emphasis on cost reduction through wage control, the new production process tries to cut costs by incorporating learning-by-doing in long-term planning. In terms of the labour process, this translates into an emphasis on 'on the job' learning and workers' co-responsibility, in place of the earlier stress on discipline and vertical hierarchy. Alcoa's TQC system is clearly a form of workplace control that is aimed at adapting to these new conditions.
In their pioneering study of the team concept, Parker and Slaughter list a number of features that characterize this style of industrial management (Parker and Slaughter, 1988 ; see also Parker and Slaughter, 1994) .
One of the basic moves made in a team concept contract is to establish the interchangeability of workers and the abolition of job classifications, which undermines the hard-won principle of seniority as the basis for advancement and transfer within a production unit. Also, every step of every job is defined in detail, and the smallest component portion of each job is assigned to each worker. This is the familiar strategy termed 'deskilling' by Braverman, which gives management greater control over the way jobs are done (Braverman, 1974 (Tabb, 1997a: 21) , it was an idea that surfaced repeatedly as workers tried to unravel the meaning of these innovations in labour control. Again, the notion of Japan' frequently set the terms for the Alcoa workers' discussions of TQC. I think it would be hard to identify an individual who did not voice their concern about Japanese competition to me at one point or another. As illustrated by the following quote from one of the workers, the anxiety seems focused on several distinct world regions. Slaughter, 1988, 1994 ).
Yet another worker voiced the most poignant fear of all, the fear that despite steadfast worker efforts to conform to these new management practices, the corporations will still desert the American working class and take their jobs overseas.
They want us to be involved in these team projects. Yet (Harvey, 1989) .
Many accounts of the history of changes in workplace control tend to see the history of the transformations of the labour process as somehow separate from the dynamic of the capitalist mode of production (Turchetto, 1991) Cloward, 1998a, 1998b; Sivanandan, 1997; Tabb, 1997a Tabb, , 1997b Wood, 1996 Wood, , 1997a Wood, , 1997b Wood, , 1997c Wood, , 1998 (Sivanandan, 1997: 
20).
This argument has been vigorously attacked by analysts who subscribe to the so-called 'Monthly Reviezu position' (Piven and Cloward, 1998a: 11 (Thompson, 1993 that surplus-value which arises from the curtailment of the necessary labourtime, and from the corresponding alteration in the respective lengths of the two components of the working day, relative surplus-value' (Marx, 1977: 432) . Capital will try to increase absolute surplus value by increasing the number of hours of work or by reducing wages, while relative surplus value may be increased by undertaking measures to increase labour productivity.
3
It is a useful first step to disentangle the superficially similar and often conflated approaches to industrial change of this variety, viz. flexible specialization, regulation theory and other variants of post-Fordism (Hirst and Zeitlin, 1991) . 4 Consider the following passage, for instance, taken from a quarterly publication produced by the Public Relations department at this plant: 'we've seen and heard about Japanese companies that not only produce flawless products, but can rapidly adapt their production operations to sudden changes in the needs of customers. These companies do this not with robots, or by massive retrofitting of their plants. The Japanese are able to ride the sea changes of the marketplace because as a people, they have fully committed themselves -from the executive suite to the shop floor -to the continuous improvement of their processes. In other words, they've succeeded at creating a complete TQC culture.
'We are working to bring about the same kind of cultural change at Warrick and throughout Alcoa. The world we're entering, as we begin our second century, is characterized by intense competition and rapid change. We must meet the challenge of this new world through a constant effort to improve our processes' (Public Relations, Alcoa, 1989: 27) .
